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In Christian academic circles, we talk about the integration of our faith and learning. That is,
we seek to discover and develop connections between our Christian faith and our particular
discipline. This is notoriously difficult when the discipline is mathematics.
I have found that asking myself these three questions has helped me to integrate my Christian
faith with mathematics, although they could be applied to any discipline:
• How does the fact that I am a Christian affect the way I view mathematics?
• How does the fact that I am a mathematician affect the way I view Christianity?
• What do Christianity and mathematics have in common?
In my opinion, one reason it seems so difficult to integrate the Christian faith and mathematics,
especially to non-mathematicians, is because the focus is on the first question. Is mathematics any
different for Christians? Are the rules of calculus different? Is there such a thing as a Christian
chain rule? There are ways in which Christian thought has influenced mathematics. For example, at
the 1991 ACMS conference, Gene Chase spoke about how Christian theology has furthered
mathematics. I have found, however, that in terms of integrating my faith and mathematics, the
second question is more fruitful. How does my mathematical background affect the way I view
Christianity? How does it enable me to make a contribution to the kingdom of God?
An excellent example is the work of one of our main speakers, William Dembski. In his
1998 book [1], he uses a sophisticated mathematical analysis to show how incredibly unlikely it is
that we are merely products of random evolutionary chance.
Today I am going to present another example of how our mathematical background affects
the way we view Christianity, namely what mathematical paradoxes teach us about paradoxes in
Christianity.
What do we mean by a paradox? A paradox is an apparent contradiction in a field of
study. It may be a genuine contradiction or it may involve two truths which merely appear to
contradict each other.
One thing that mathematical paradoxes teach us about paradoxes in Christianity is that the
existence of paradoxes does not automatically invalidate a body of knowledge.
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Again, some mathematical paradoxes have been genuine contradictions. A well-known
example is Russell's paradox from set theory. This paradox forced set theorists to revise the
definition of a set, which was too broad and all-inclusive.
But not all paradoxes are genuine contradictions. Some involve truths which only appear to
contradict. For example, Georg Cantor showed that the cardinality (the size) of R (the set of real
numbers) is greater than the cardinality of Q (the set of rational numbers). From this we can
conclude that the cardinality of the set of irrationals is greater than the cardinality of Q. So in some
sense, there are more irrationals than rationals. Yet between any two irrational numbers there are
infinitely many rationals. How can there be more irrationals than rationals if there are infinitely
many rationals between any two irrationals? This is paradoxical, yet mathematicians today accept
the idea that the cardinality of the set of irrationals is greater than the cardinality of the set of
rationals. This paradox is only an apparent contradiction, not a genuine contradiction.
Thus the existence of paradoxes does not necessarily mean that a system of thought has errors
or flaws. Even sound bodies of knowledge may have paradoxes.
Christianity has many paradoxes:
• There is one God, yet he is three persons. How can three persons be one God?
• God is sovereign, yet humans have free will.
• Jesus Christ was fully God and fully man.
• God is all-powerful and perfect in his love, yet there is great suffering and
injustice in the world.
• God acts in the world (he is immanent) yet he does not reside in the world (he is
transcendent).
Some skeptics questions the validity of Christianity or even the existence of God because of
these paradoxes, yet the existence of paradoxes is no guarantee that a system of thought is false.
Even bodies of knowledge which are true may have paradoxes. This insight from mathematics
should be a great comfort to us Christians, because it shows that paradoxes in Christianity do not
necessarily invalidate the Christian faith.
To be sure, the existence of paradoxes in Christianity does not guarantee that Christianity is
true. It is also possible for false bodies of knowledge to have paradoxes. But rather than conclude
that a system of thought or a model is false because it has paradoxes, we should be asking ourselves
these two questions:
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• Is this model superior to the alternatives?
The alternative models may have their paradoxes, too. For example, atheism has its paradoxes, the
existence of higher life forms being one of them. We have to weigh the evidence for and against
each of the models. David Neuhauser discusses this in greater detail in [3].
If we encounter a paradox, another question we should ask is:

• Are we exacerbating the paradox by making unwarranted assumptions?
For example, we said earlier that one of the great paradoxes of Christianity is the existence of pain,
evil, and suffering. If God is all-powerlul and perlect in his love, then why does he permit these to
such a great extent? In asking this question, we need to examine our assumptions. Are we assuming
that because God is perfect in his love that one of his greatest goals is for us to lead pain-free lives,
free of what we judge to be excessive suffering? Our priorities in life may not be the same as his
priorities. This paradox is a vexing one, and I do not intend to minimize its difficulty. But carefully
ferreting out our hidden assumptions may help us to resolve or at least accept these paradoxes.
We have seen that the existence of paradoxes does not necessarily invalidate a body of
knowledge. Another principle that mathematical paradoxes teach us about paradoxes in Christianity
is that rules and intuitive principles which work in the finite realm do not necessarily work in
the realm of the infinite.
Suppose we are in the finite realm. We have a bag with ten candy bars. If we take one out,
there are now fewer candy bars in the bag. If we divvy up our candy bars into two bags, each bag has
half as many as the original bag.
Let's switch into the realm ofthe infinite. We have a bag with infinitely many candy bars in
it, say a countably infinite number. If we take out a candy bar, the bag still has just as many candy
bars as it had before. The sets have the same cardinality. If we divvy up our candy bars into two
bags, amazingly, each bag has just as many candy bars as the original bag. Again, the cardinality of
the set of candy bars in each bag is the same as the cardinality of the set of candy bars in the original
bag.
This goes against our intuition. We are not accustomed to a realm where you can take things
out and still have just as much as when you started. But the rules are different in the realm of the
infinite.
Let us apply this to Christianity. What are some attributes of God which are infinite? What
are ways in which God is infinite?
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• Knowledge (he is omniscient)
• Power (he is omnipotent)
• Holiness
• Justice
• Goodness
• Truth
• Being (he is omnipresent)
• Duration (he is eternal)
Let us consider God's infinite duration, his eternity. How does this principle apply? Millard
Erickson writes, "God is ... infinite with relation to time. Time does not apply to him. He was
before time began. The question, How old is God? is simply inappropriate. He is no older now than
a year ago, for infinity plus one is no more than infinity" [2, p. 274]. What is true of God will
someday be true of us. As the hymn "Amazing Grace" reminds us:

When we've been there ten thousand years
Bright shining as the sun
We've no less days to sing God's praise
Than when we'd first begun.
Let us consider God's omnipotence. How can God listen to and respond to one million
people praying simultaneously? Since he is all-powerful, he can handle an infinite number of tasks
simultaneously. Tackling a million tasks simultaneously is no big deal for him.
Finally, let us consider God's omniscience. Those who call themselves process theologians
contend that to be real is to be in process, to be changing. How can God be real and not be in
process, not be changing? Process theologians resolve this paradox by concluding that God is
changing, growing, developing, learning. But this resolution is very unscriptural. The Scriptures are
very clear that although God is personal and does interact with human beings and the rest of his
creation, he does not change or grow or learn. A better resolution of the paradox is to note that what
is true in the finite realm is not necessarily true in the infinite realm. A finite intelligent being who is
not changing or growing in knowledge must be dead or comatose or sleeping. God, however, is an
infinite intelligent being, infinite in his knowledge, goodness, righteousness and love. He is not
changing or growing or learning. Yet he is not dead or sleeping. He already knows everything (1
John 3:20), so there is nothing for him to learn. He is already perfectly good, righteous, and loving;
he does not grow in those areas. It is difficult to conceive of an intelligent being who does not grow
or change or learn, because we are accustomed to dealing with the finite. But the rules are different
with the infinite.
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So as we have seen, one way to integrate our Christian faith with mathematics is to consider
how our mathematical background affects the way we view Christianity. The example we have
considered is how mathematical paradoxes help us to better understand Christian paradoxes. We
have seen that the existence of paradoxes does not automatically invalidate a body of knowledge and
that rules and intuitive principles which work in the finite realm do not necessarily work in the realm
of the infinite. Christians in mathematics who do not integrate their discipline with their faith are not
in as much danger as, say, Christian philosophers or psychologists who do not pay attention to
integration issues. This is mainly because mathematics is less susceptible to distortion by nonChristian ideologies.

But those who do so lose a wonderful opportunity to deepen their

understanding of their faith.
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